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CONDEMNATION OF INSANITARY PREMISES IN SAN FRAN- 
CISCO, CAL. 

By G. M. Converse, Acting Assistant Surgeon, Public Health and Marine-Hospital 

Service. 

In considering the method of presenting cases to the board of health 
for condemnation, the procedure, the result of orders of the board of 
health, the number of cases in abeyance under injunction proceedings, 
and the present status of the latter cases, it is essential to bear in 
mind the status of San Francisco from the sanitary point of view at 
the time the United States Public Health and Marine-Hospital Serv- 
ice took charge of the antiplague campaign. 

After the conflagration in 1906, which consumed the entire business 
center and also the most densely inhabited section of the city, hastily 
constructed, flimsy shacks, erected over basements filled with fire- 
ddbris, served for business purposes, and 100,000 homeless persons 
drifted into the already well-filled unburnt part of the city. 

The scavenger service, carried on by private individuals, was com- 
pletely disorganized and the waste and garbage of a huge community 
was thrown carelessly about. 

Under such favorable conditions rats multiplied rapidly, and six 
months after the conflagration, when human plague cases appeared 
and the work for the eradication of plague began, the number of rats 
was estimated at several millions. With the exception of two out- 
lying sections, rats infected with plague were brought in from all 
parts of the city. 

Out of the confusion of the first few months following the conflagra- 
tion arose the most unusual conditions of tenancy of land and build- 
ings; as a consequence, such temporary business shacks as those 
above mentioned, constructed mostly on short lease holds of the 
land, were of too little value to warrant spending much money in 
order to place them in a rat-proof condition, and yet of too much 
value to be summarily torn down. Practically the entire food supply 
of the city is handled in a section consisting of about 15 square blocks 
of such shacks; in a period of six months, following a year of con- 
stant trapping and poisoning, over 3,000 rats were trapped in this 
limited territory. 

Wood is the cheapest building material on the Pacific coast, and 
San Francisco, like other Pacific coast cities, uses this material very 
extensively. Outside of the restricted fire-limit area, buildings for 
business or dwelling purposes are constructed exclusively of wood. 
A city so constructed is a huge rat harbor, and wherever foodstuffs 
are accessible there rats are numerous, and, excepting from sys- 
tematic trapping and poisoning, are in no risk of destruction. 

At the beginning or the work for the eradication of plague there 
were no state laws nor city ordinances that could be used in enforcing 
antiplague measures, and yet it was apparent that as owners of prop- 
erty would have to expend money in rat-proofing their premises, 
adequate laws would be required. Surgeon Rupert Blue, with the 
support of the board of health, requested the board of supervisors to 
pass such ordinances as were essential for the successful prosecution 
of the work. These included an ordinance granting power to the 
board of health to condemn insanitary premises; also ordinances 
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requiring the concreting of stables, markets, and the ground area of 
all new buildings, the sealing of all apertures made for tne installation 
of plumbing, telephone and electric wires, the collection and dis- 
posal of garbage, and many others. It was then found that, with the 
assistance of these ordinances, nearly all cases could be carried to 
completion by the efforts of the United States public health officers 
in the field. A small proportion, the refractory cases, were pre- 
sented to the board of health, from time to time, for condemnation. 

The following is the routine procedure employed in obtaining the 
rat proofing of premises : 

In the course of systematic inspection certain premises are found 
to be in such condition as to harbor rats. The inspector reports on 
this condition and ascertains the name of the owner or lessee of the 

Eroperty. The latter is then communicated with and requested to 
e on the premises at a definite time. At this appointment the 
nature of the nuisance is pointed out to him and a written copy of 
the requirements furnished and explained. A reasonable time is 
fixed in which to comply with these requirements. At the end of 
this time if no beginning has been made a second communication is 
forwarded urging him to comply with the law and warning him that 
in case of noncompliance the premises will be taken up for condem- 
nation. At the end of another period of inaction a communication 
is forwarded to the health officer of the city of San Francisco recom- 
mending the premises for condemnation. 

This communication states the location of the property, its char- 
acter, the names of the owner, lessee, tenants, etc., the part to be 
condemned, and the requirements that will be necessary in order to 
place the premises in a sanitary condition. 

The city health officer, acting on this recommendation, now makes 
out a formal complaint in accordance with the law governing the 
procedure of condemnation. The board thereupon sets a date for 
hearing the case; notice of this hearing is served by a police officer 
on the responsible parties and a copy also posted on the property. 

At the time set for hearing there are present a quorum of the 
boiard of health, the health officer, the representative of the United 
States Public Health and Marine-Hospital Service, and the owners, 
lessees, occupants, and other persons interested in the premises. 

The complaint is read by the health officer. The president of the 
board calls upon the owner, lessee, agent, or other responsible person, 
to present any objection to the complaint or any reason why the 
premises should not be condemned. Following this statement, the 
representative of the Service is called upon, if necessary, to explain 
more fully the nature of the nuisance or of the requirements, or to 
furnish any additional evidence that may be required, etc. To assist 
the members of the board in reaching a decision a number of photo- 
graphs of the premises are included in the documents of the case. 

If the case be sustained, the board, by formal resolution, declares 
the premises to be in an insanitary condition and, as such, con- 
demned. This condemnation means that the premises shall be 
destroyed or that certain alterations shall be made which shall be 
sufficient to place them in a sanitary condition. 

The work to be done usually corresponds with the requirements 
formulated by the officer of the United States Public Health and 
Marine-Hospital Service. In many instances a committee of the 
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board visits the premises in question in order to ascertain personally 
the nature of the conditions. Almost without exception tnese com- 
mittees have concurred with the demands of the Service officers. 
One of two things then happens : 

1. The responsible party complies with the orders of the board. 
A report to that effect is forwarded by the Service officer to the board 
of health, the case called, abated, and closed. 

2. If, after a period of 15 days, which is usually extended to one 
month, the requirements have not been complied with and the 
responsible party offers no sufficient reasons for an extension of 
time, the Service officer forwards to the board of health a communi- 
cation stating these facts and recommending that the premises be 
vacated according to law. 

The owner is again notified to be present at a special meeting of the 
board and show cause why the premises should not be vacated accord- 
ing to law. The purpose of this hearing is to give the responsible 
Earty stiU another chance to comply with the requirements. Upon 
is refusal to do so or his nonappearance at the hearing, the board 
resolves that the premises shall be vacated. The health officer then 
transmits this order of the board in writing to the chief of police, who 
enforces the order. 

In a number of instances the threatened or actual execution of the 
order of vacation is arrested by an injunction procured by the owner 
and restraining the board of health from such action. 

The number of cases thus condemned from the beginning of anti- 
plague work in September, 1907, to January 1, 1910, is 1,127; the 
number of cases abated by such action is 965; the number of un- 
abated cases to date is 122. Most of these unabated cases depend 
for their final abatement on a number of conditions, entirely local 
in their character, and resulting directly from the conditions caused 
by the great fire. Such conditions are, for instance, the early expira- 
tion of leases, and the question of the length of life that wiU be given 
by the board of supervisors to that class of temporary shack men- 
tioned at the beginning of this report. 



